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THE EMERGENCE OF ORGANIZED FEMINIST RESISTANCE TO SEXUAL HARASSMENT IN THE UNITED
STATES IN THE 1970S

Carrie N. Baker
The first organized resistance to sexual harassment grew out of the women's movement,
emerging at the intersection of activism against employment discrimination and feminist
opposition to violence against women. The issue of sexual harassment brought together women's
workplace concerns with resistance to male sexual aggression. In the mid-1970s two
organizations formed to focus primarily on sexual harassment—Working Women United in
Ithaca, New York, and the Alliance Against Sexual Coercion in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Based on archival materials and interviews, this article documents the early movement against
sexual harassment, focusing particularly on the feminist activists who founded these
organizations<m>who they were and how they shaped the movement against sexual harassment.
These women made significant contributions to the public understanding of sexual harassment
and the development of legal prohibitions against it.

I hope this becomes a large movement—like rape, like battered women—a
because it’s also an issue of violence against women.
Freada Klein,
Founder of the Alliance Against Sexual Coercion1

On a Sunday afternoon, the 4th of May 1975, in the pouring rain, 275 women showed up at the
Greater Ithaca Activities Center for the country’s first speakout against sexual harassment. 2
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Sponsored by the newly formed Working Women United (WWU), as well as Cornell
University’s Human Affairs Program and the Ithaca chapter of the National Organization for
Women, the speakout was described by organizer Karen Sauvigné as “awesome and powerful
and well beyond our wildest expectations.”3 About twenty women testified passionately about
the devastating impact of sexual harassment on their lives. The women who spoke were diverse,
young and old, black and white, and from a variety of occupations. They included an
administrative assistant who worked at Cornell, three waitresses, a mailroom clerk, a factory
shop steward, a secretary, an assistant professor, and an apprentice filmmaker. The women
testified about “crude propositions to barter sex for employment, physical overtures and
masturbatory displays, verbal abuse and hostile threats that appeared patently designed to
intimidate woman and drive her out of her job.”4 They spoke about their feelings of self-blame,
shame, and fear and described sexual harassment as “dehumanizing.” They called sexual
harassment an abuse of power and a structural condition of the workplace that they were no
longer willing to tolerate. They expressed their appreciation for being able to talk about their
experiences, one describing her testimony as a “catharsis.”5 If one moment could pinpoint the
birth of the movement against sexual harassment, this rainy Sunday afternoon in Ithaca, New
York, would be it.
The first activism against sexual harassment emerged in the early 1970s in the form of
lawsuits opposing sexual coercion in the workplace. Several women around the country who had
been fired from their jobs for refusing the sexual advances of their bosses brought lawsuits
alleging this treatment was a form of sex discrimination in violation of Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits sex and race discrimination in employment.6 Several of
these individuals were African American women who were familiar with Title VII precedent in
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the area of race discrimination. Racial harassment cases had succeeded under Title VII, so they
used the same law, arguing that sexual coercion in the workplace was sex discrimination in
violation of Title VII.7 Women lost most of these early cases, but appealed them and won several
precedent-setting cases by the end of the 1970s.8
This article focuses on how collective resistance to sexual harassment emerged in the
mid-1970s and contributed toward the appellate courts’ decisions to reverse the lower courts and
rule in favor of sexual harassment plaintiffs. Organized resistance to sexual harassment began
with the founding of two grassroots organizations<m>Working Women United in Ithaca, New
York, and the Alliance Against Sexual Coercion in Cambridge, Massachusetts. This article looks
at the feminist activists who founded these organizations<m>who they were and how they
shaped the movement against sexual harassment, particularly how their activism contributed
toward the precedent-setting appellate court decisions that sexual harassment was sex
discrimination in violation of Title VII.
Feminist activism grew out of the larger context of second wave activism against sex
discrimination in the workplace under Title VII. After it became clear that the agency
responsible for enforcing the Civil Rights Act, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
was not going to take women’s workplace complaints under Title VII seriously, the National
Organization for Women (NOW) formed in 1966 to push for enforcement of the Act.9 In the
early 1970s, NOW targeted National Airlines because it had initiated a $9.5 million advertising
campaign that required female cabin crew to wear buttons saying “Fly Me.” NOW denounced
the advertising campaign and worked with National employees to file suit against National
Airlines to stop the sexualization of women in the workplace.10 When activists in Ithaca began to
articulate the wrong of sexual harassment, they turned to the National Organization for Women
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for guidance and support and drew upon their broad experience in the women’s movement to
organize against sexual exploitation in the workplace.
Resistance to sexual harassment emerged out of the women’s movement at the
intersection of activism against employment discrimination and feminist opposition to violence
against women. The issue of sexual harassment brought together women’s workplace concerns
with feminist resistance to male sexual aggression. In the mid-1970s WWU formed in response
to the case of a woman who was denied unemployment compensation when she quit a job
because of sexual harassment. In anticipation of the May 1975 speakout, members of WWU
coined the term “sexual harassment” to publicize the event, and they conducted the first survey
of women’s experiences of sexual harassment. The Alliance Against Sexual Coercion (AASC)
was founded in 1976 by a group of women who had worked at a rape crisis center in Washington
DC and had become concerned about the number of women they encountered who were facing
sexual coercion on the job. AASC developed an in-depth feminist analysis of sexual harassment
based on theory borrowed from the rape crisis movement and from Marxist theory of capitalist
exploitation of labor. These roots shaped the perspectives and strategies of these two groups.
Through counseling women and public education, these organizations raised awareness of the
problem of sexual harassment and made a significant contribution to putting the issue of sexual
harassment on the public agenda. The issue quickly caught on in the women’s movement, and
organizations across the country began organizing against sexual harassment, including
organizations like Women Employed in Chicago, Federally Employed Women in Washington
DC, and the Coalition of Labor Union Women in New York City.11
Many have credited lawyer and legal scholar Catharine MacKinnon as the pioneer of
sexual harassment activism in the United States. She has been described as the “prime architect
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of sexual harassment jurisprudence” and has been given credit for proposing and popularizing
the idea that sexual harassment constitutes sex discrimination and thus violates Title VII.12 As
one scholar put it, rarely “has an author been as closely identified with a new cause of action as
Catharine MacKinnon has been with sexual harassment.”13 MacKinnon’s 1979 book Sexual
Harassment of Working Women and her participation in the first Supreme Court case on sexual
harassment, in particular, were foundational contributions to the development of sexual
harassment law.14 A closer look at the history of the emergence of sexual harassment activism,
however, reveals a broad and varied group of people were involved in conceptualizing and
theorizing sexual harassment and creating legal prohibitions against it. Despite the fact that we
rarely hear about these grassroots activists, they deserve recognition because of their significant
contribution to the public understanding of sexual harassment and the development of legal
prohibitions against it. The activism of grassroots groups was at the heart of the women’s
movement. As scholars increasingly reveal, grassroots efforts drove the second wave women’s
movement and were how feminists made the most significant social change.15

Working Women United
The formation of Working Women United in the spring of 1975 was inspired by the case
of Carmita Wood, a forty-four-year-old mother of four who was denied unemployment
compensation after she resigned as an administrative assistant to a Cornell professor because she
had become physically ill from the stress of fending off his sexual advances. Wood sought
support from the women’s section of the Human Affairs Program (HAP) at Cornell University.
Established in response to student uprisings in the late 1960s, HAP offered public-interestoriented courses on topics such as prison reform, urban redevelopment, and money and banking,
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incorporating fieldwork in the surrounding community.16 HAP established a women’s section in
the fall of 1974 and hired Lin Farley, who taught a course on women and work. A journalist who
had worked as an associated press reporter, Farley was a longtime activist in radical feminist
politics and was a member of the Furies collective, a radical lesbian organization in Washington
DC. She testified at the 1971 New York Radical Feminist Conference on Rape and later moved
to New York City and joined the radical group Lesbian Feminist Liberation.17
Farley recruited two friends to work with her at HAP, Susan Meyer and Karen Sauvigné,
who joined HAP in January 1975. Meyer grew up near New York City and attended college at
the University of Michigan, graduating in 1968. She was an antiwar activist in college, where she
worked with Students for a Democratic Society, and later participated in Quaker training on
community organizing and nonviolent community dispute resolution with Sauvigné. When she
moved back to New York City, Meyer continued to participate in leftist political activity. She
taught English as a second language and did some organizing in the Latino/a community in
Brooklyn. Meyer also participated in consciousness-raising groups, came out as a lesbian, and
became active in radical feminist politics. Meyer was part of the Rat collective in New York, an
underground radical feminist newspaper, and worked with Lesbian Feminist Liberation as head
of the media committee. Meyer met Farley in the early 1970s while Farley was active in the
Furies collective, and they later worked together at Lesbian Feminist Liberation.18
Sauvigné also grew up near New York City. She graduated from Montclair College in
1970 and then entered Rutgers’ graduate program in history. Like Meyer, Sauvigné had been an
antiwar activist as a student. In the early 1970s Sauvigné participated in consciousness-raising
groups and became active in radical feminist politics, joining New York Radical Feminists. She
worked on the issues of rape and marriage and became familiar with the analysis of the role of
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sexual violence in women’s oppression. Sauvigné worked at the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU), including at the Women’s Rights Project while Ruth Bader Ginsburg was there, and for
the Law Students Civil Rights Research Council (LSCRRC), gaining a legal background,
fundraising experience, and contacts that she would later find very useful in organizing against
sexual harassment. Meyer and Sauvigné met during the summer of 1974 while Lesbian Feminist
Liberation and New York Radical Feminists were doing collaborative political organizing to try
to create women’s visibility at the annual gay pride march in New York City. Through their
activism in the early 1970s, Meyer and Sauvigné learned about feminist theory on rape and
domestic violence, which they later used when articulating the issue of sexual harassment. At the
HAP, Meyer and Sauvigné shared the job of Research Director, assisting students with research
on community organizing.19
When Carmita Wood sought help from HAP, Farley, Meyer, and Sauvigné immediately
offered their support. The issue of sexual coercion on the job had come up in Farley’s class on
women and work in the fall of 1974. Because of a scarcity of analytical literature on women and
work, Farley had turned to consciousness raising: women in the class talked about their
experiences as women on the job. It soon became apparent to Farley that “each one of us had
already quit or been fired from a job at least once because we had been made too uncomfortable
by the behavior of men.”20 According to Sauvigné, “Lin’s students had been talking in her
seminar about the unwanted sexual advances they’d encountered on their summer jobs. And then
Carmita Wood comes in and tells Lin her story. We realized that to a person, every one of
us<m>the women on staff, Carmita, the students<m>had had an experience like this at some
point, you know? And none of us had ever told anyone before. It was one of those click, aha!
moments, a profound revelation.”21 Sauvigné explained, “We began talking to all the women we
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knew and pretty much everyone could recount a story of how they quit or lost a job sometime in
their life because of failing to go along with unwanted sexual advances. It was beginning to seem
to us that it was an incredibly widespread phenomena.”22 While she was in graduate school,
Sauvigné herself had been fired from a job as a cocktail waitress when she refused her bosses’
sexual advances, and Meyer was sexually harassed while working as an office manager in New
York City.23
The women quickly recognized that sexual harassment was an important issue to develop
in the feminist movement, and they attacked the problem legally and politically. 24 First, they
located attorneys for Wood. Sauvigné contacted Karen DeCrow, the past president of the
National Organization for Women who lived in nearby Syracuse and whom Sauvigné knew from
her work with the ACLU and LSCRRC. DeCrow located two feminist attorneys to represent
Wood on appeal<m>Maurie Heins and Susan Horn from Syracuse.25 While Wood’s case did not
involve Title VII, the women at HAP immediately realized the potential of Title VII for
combating sexual harassment. In a letter to Heins dated 28 March 1975, Sauvigné argued that
Title VII should protect women from sex-based intimidation on the job.26 On the 5th of April
1975, a news article in the Ithaca Journal quoted Farley making the same point.27 Sauvigné
attempted to find other people working on the issue. Using mailing lists from the ACLU and
LSCRRC, Sauvigné sent a letter to female lawyers asking them if they had any cases involving
sexual harassment, and she surveyed women’s organizations about the issue. She did not receive
many responses, but she did receive one from Catharine MacKinnon, whom Sauvigné already
knew because MacKinnon had been a LSCRRC intern too. Sauvigné had met MacKinnon in
1974 when Sauvigné and Meyer were visiting Farley in Ithaca and MacKinnon passed through
town as a traveling folk singer.28

8

In addition to organizing legal support for Wood, the women at HAP sought to generate
political support by forming a workingwomen’s organization, which they called Working
Women United, and planning a speakout “in order to break the silence.” According to Sauvigné,
the speakout was a “mechanism for public consciousness raising,” with which she was familiar
from her work with New York Radical Feminists.29 In her letter to Heins, Sauvigné explained,
“we hope to politicize the issue and begin to ease up women’s self-consciousness about speaking
about it. I think that sexual abuse on the job is an issue very much akin to rape and we will need
to do a lot of consciousness-raising to free women up to talk about it.”30 Quoted in a press
release issued by HAP, Farley said: “When women came forward to tell their stories about rape
and abortion it culminated in changes in the New York State rape laws and in a landmark
Supreme Court decision. It took women telling the untold truth about our lives to show how wide
spread and damaging these problems really are to activate these changes. Sexual exploitation of
working women needs the same exposure. That’s the purpose of the Speakout.”31 Farley
explicitly tied her earlier activism to the speakout on sexual exploitation of workingwomen.
In planning for the speakout, Meyer suggested that they agree upon one term to use in the
publicity. Several phrases had been used in the weeks since Wood had approached HAP,
including “sexual abuse,” “sexual coercion,” “sexual intimidation,” and “sexual harassment.”
Farley, Sauvigné, Meyer, and several other women agreed to sit down and decide upon one term
to use. They wanted a term that included not only blatant examples of sexual abuse but also more
subtle behaviors. The women met at the HAP offices and made a collective decision to use the
term “sexual harassment” because it conveyed the broad array of conduct they intended to
include.32 Sauvigné described the meeting as follows: “Eight of us were sitting in an office of
Human Affairs brainstorming about what we were going to write on posters for our speakout.
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We were referring to it as ‘sexual intimidation,’ ‘sexual coercion,’ ‘sexual exploitation on the
job.’ None of those names seemed quite right. We wanted something that embraced a whole
range of subtle and unsubtle persistent behaviors. Somebody came up with ‘harassment.’ Sexual
harassment! Instantly we agreed. That’s what it was.”33 The earliest written use of the term
“sexual harassment” in the Working Women’s Institute archives appears in the 28 March 1975
letter from Sauvigné to Heins. The term was used publicly in a press release, dated 3 April 1975,
issued by the HAP, and soon thereafter it began appearing in press coverage of the issue.34
A broad cross section of workingwomen in Tompkins County, New York, attended a
meeting on the 2nd of April 1975, launching a campaign “to expose the problem of sexual
exploitation of women on the job.”35 At this meeting several women spoke of their experiences
of sexual harassment, including Wood and twenty-three-year-old Janet Oestreich, who told of
her experiences of sexual harassment by customers when she was a waitress. On the 3rd of April
1975, HAP issued a press release about the meeting, quoting Oestreich saying, “I feel very
strongly that this subjugation of working women to the power of men who have economic
control over them must be stopped!” The press release was picked up in numerous local
newspapers, including the Ithaca Journal, the Ithaca New Times, and the Cornell Daily Sun. The
press coverage quoted Farley, Meyer, and Wood.36
WWU promoted the issue beyond Ithaca as well. On the 21st of April Farley traveled to
New York City to testify about sexual harassment before the New York City Human Rights
Commission, chaired by Eleanor Holmes Norton, who would later play a key role in shaping
federal policy on sexual harassment. Norton was conducting hearings on patterns of
discrimination faced by women in blue-collar and service-industry jobs.37 According to Farley,
Norton “treated the issue with dignity and great seriousness.”38 In response to Farley’s
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testimony, the commission drafted a standard clause for affirmative action agreements
addressing “unfair abuse of sexual privacy.”39 Enid Nemy, a reporter covering the hearings for
the New York Times, heard Farley’s testimony and convinced her editor to send her to Ithaca to
research the issue of sexual harassment, which she did that summer.40
The speakout was a resounding success with over 275 women attending, 20 of whom
offered heartfelt testimony about sexual harassment they had experienced. While the press was
not allowed at the speakout, the sponsors held a press conference about it the next day. The
speakout was covered on all the local radio and television stations and in all the local
newspapers.41 After the speakout, 40 women met and officially launched Working Women
United.42 WWU members hoped to encourage collective action, including unionization, and
aspired to be like 9-to-5, a grassroots organization of female office workers that formed in 1973
in Boston to combat sex discrimination in employment.43 Their first newsletter, called Labor
Pains, appeared in August 1975. The activities of WWU led to the first national press coverage
of sexual harassment, also in August 1975, when the New York Times published a story by
Nemy.44 The article was syndicated nationally, appearing in over a dozen newspapers around the
country, including the Philadelphia Bulletin and the Chicago Tribune.45 According to Sauvigné,
“Nemy’s story put sexual harassment on the map.”46 The story, despite appearing in the
Family/Style section of the Times, provided a serious, well-researched, and thorough treatment
of the issue of sexual harassment. Nemy’s article was followed several months later by a Wall
Street Journal article on sexual harassment in January 1976, which also discussed the speakout.47
This article was longer than the New York Times article and more business oriented, but, similar
to the Times’ article, treated the issue with great seriousness. In the same month that the Wall
Street Journal article appeared, Redbook magazine published a questionnaire on sexual
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harassment in the workplace, which provoked a groundswell of response from readers about their
experiences of sexual harassment.48 In addition to appearing in print media, the issue received
television coverage. In February and March 1976, CBS in New York broadcast a series of news
programs on sexual harassment at work.49
WWU members realized the need to do research and public education on the issue of
sexual harassment, so in August 1975 they created a separate organization, the Working Women
United Institute (WWUI), which was incorporated as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization with the
goal “to engage in research, education and litigation on issues of concern to working women.”50
Meyer was the Executive Director and Sauvigné was the Program Director. According to
Sauvigné, they modeled themselves after the ACLU by creating a nonprofit organization focused
on research and public education separate from the membership organization that could engage
in political activities. Sauvigné’s contacts at the ACLU helped WWUI to become established,
including consulting on organizational development and tax-exempt status, as well as providing
office space and equipment for part of one summer.51 By 1977, WWU had become inactive in
part because of tension between transient Cornell students and local working-class women, but
also because Farley had withdrawn due to disagreements with other members, and Meyer and
Sauvigné had turned their energies to the success of the WWUI.
In June 1977, in search of a better place to run a national organization, conduct research,
and obtain funding, Meyer and Sauvigné moved WWUI to New York City. At this time they
decided to focus exclusively on sexual harassment.52 They established an office in the basement
of Central Presbyterian Church at Park Avenue and 64th Street, which they found through
Church Women United, and operated on a shoestring budget.53 Grant money came slowly at
first. The Institute applied for funding from the Ms. Foundation, which at first denied their
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request on the grounds that they believed it did not address a “bread and butter issue,” but the
foundation later gave the Institute its first grant for $3,000.54 Both Sauvigné and Meyer
volunteered their time and had other jobs; Sauvigné worked part-time at the College for Human
Services, and Meyer drove a cab.55 In its first few years, WWUI worked to raise awareness of
sexual harassment through the media and public speaking, provided information and referrals to
targets of sexual harassment, built a resource library and a legal brief bank, conducted research
on sexual harassment, and supported public policy initiatives.56 Meyer and Sauvigné also sought
to get other women’s organizations to work on the issue. At first they experienced resistance
because these organizations had so many important issues they were addressing, but Meyer and
Sauvigné were soon able to convince others that sexual harassment should be a priority issue.57
Just as WWU began with the 4 May 1975 speakout in Ithaca, the Working Women
United Institute’s rebirth in New York City was marked by an October 1977 speakout
cosponsored with Ms. magazine. About two hundred women attended the four-hour speakout
held on Saturday, the 22nd of October at the Community Church of New York on the lower east
side. Speakers included Gloria Steinem, Meyer and Sauvigné, Jill Goodman of the ACLU
Women’s Rights Project, Robin Morgan, and Karen Lindsey, a writer for Ms.58 Ten women
presented prepared testimony, including sexual harassment plaintiff Adrienne Tomkins, Freada
Klein, and Farley, then many more women spoke during an “open mike” period. Unlike the first
speakout, the organizers allowed journalists, but they excluded male journalists during the “open
mike” period. The speakout received television and newspaper coverage, including a New York
Times article mentioning WWUI and quoting Meyer and Sauvigné.59 In November, Ms.
magazine did a cover story on sexual harassment, and then many other magazines and
newspapers ran stories on sexual harassment.60 Meyer and Sauvigné began to appear regularly
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on television and radio shows, including “Good Morning America,” the “Phil Donahue Show,”
and the “Mike Douglas Show.”61 For this groundbreaking work, Meyer and Sauvigné received
the Mademoiselle Award in 1977.62 They also had many speaking engagementsand conducted
workshops on sexual harassment for harassed women, private corporations, foundations, unions,
the government, and voluntary organizations.63 They established a speaker’s bureau and
collected information on sexual harassment.64 Later they would testify before Congress about
sexual harassment, provide input to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission as they
developed sexual harassment guidelines, and provide litigation support and referrals for attorneys
and plaintiffs. WWUI grew significantly in the late 1970s and early 1980s, funded by several
large grants from the New York Foundation, Exxon, and the Ford Foundation, and a large
number of medium-sized grants, several from church organizations. With this support, the
Institute sought to “alter popular consciousness about sexual harassment” through their
activities.65

Alliance Against Sexual Coercion
Another significant organization formed in the mid-1970s to address sexual harassment
was the Alliance Against Sexual Coercion, founded in Cambridge in June 1976 by Freada Klein,
Lynn Wehrli, and Elizabeth Cohn-Stuntz. These three women first encountered the issue of
sexual harassment while working at the Washington DC Rape Crisis Center.66 All had extensive
experience working on the issue of rape. Klein graduated from University of California at
Berkeley in 1974 with a bachelor’s degree in criminology. While at Berkeley, Klein worked with
the Bay Area Women Against Rape, one of the first rape crisis centers in the United States. In
the summer of 1974 she moved to Washington DC to do political work with a national focus and
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to start graduate work in women’s studies at George Washington University. While in DC, she
worked with the Washington DC Rape Crisis Center and was a founding member of the Feminist
Alliance Against Rape, a national network of rape crisis centers which published a bimonthly
newsletter. She also worked with Prisoners Against Rape in Lorton, Virginia, a self-help and
education group for male prisoners who had raped and been raped. Because of her involvement
with this group, Klein was invited by Cambridge Documentary Films to participate in making a
documentary about rape called “Rape Culture,” which interviewed convicted rapists at the
Lorton prison. As a result, Klein began traveling on a regular basis to Cambridge and also
collaborated with the Our Bodies, Ourselves collective on the rape chapter in a mid-1970s
edition.67 Klein eventually moved to Cambridge.
Wehrli and Cohn-Stuntz also worked on the issue of rape before founding AASC. In
addition to volunteering at the DC Rape Crisis Center, Wehrli worked with the Feminist Alliance
Against Rape and taught a course on rape and U.S. institutions at the Women’s School. Later
Wehrli moved to Boston to enter the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s master’s program
in urban planning. Cohn-Stuntz, who graduated from Smith College, had written her senior thesis
on the emotional reactions of women to rape. She became a psychiatric social worker in DC and
volunteered at the Rape Crisis Center. Cohn-Stuntz moved to Cambridge because her husband
was going to Harvard Business School.68 The backgrounds of these three women in rape crisis
work, and the radical feminist theory and networks they encountered through this work, strongly
influenced their theoretical and practical orientation toward the issue of sexual harassment.
While at the Rape Crisis Center, Klein and others on the hotline shift received phone calls
from women experiencing severe sexual coercion on the job. Klein quickly realized the unique
legal and emotional problems of women sexually assaulted by their bosses and co-workers and
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saw that neither rape crisis centers nor workingwomen’s organizations provided services that
addressed the needs of these women. Klein contacted Cohn-Stuntz and Wehrli, and they
established the Alliance Against Sexual Coercion as a collective. In order to avoid having to put
their energies into applying for grant money to pay their salaries, the members earned their
livelihoods elsewhere but put their major energies and commitment into AASC.69 The goal of
AASC was to eliminate workplace sexual harassment.70 Several Boston-area organizations
supported AASC, including 9-to-5, the Cambridge Rape Crisis Center, and Transition House, a
battered women’s shelter.71
From its inception in June 1976, AASC provided crisis-intervention counseling, but in
the first year members focused mostly on intensive research into understanding sexual
harassment and developing ways to deal with it.72 In August 1976, AASC surveyed over two
hundred rape crisis centers and workingwomen’s groups about employment-related sexual
assault. Every group that responded had received these types of calls, but few of them had
information on the issue and none of them had programs to deal with it.73 AASC originally
focused on developing a sexual harassment protocol for rape crisis centers with the hope that the
centers would take on this issue, an approach they later abandoned when it became clear that
rape and workplace sexual harassment were very different issues because of the ongoing nature
of workplace sexual harassment and its relationship of workplace sexual harassment to women’s
economic well-being.74
In late 1976 AASC published its first position paper, written by Klein and Wehrli.75 That
same year Wehrli completed one of the earliest in-depth theoretical studies of sexual harassment
in the form of a master’s thesis at MIT entitled “Sexual Harassment at the Workplace: A
Feminist Analysis and Strategy for Social Change.” Written with the help of Klein and other
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AASC members, Wehrli’s thesis documented AASC’s early theoretical analysis of sexual
harassment. Wehrli pursued the theme of male power by developing what she called a
“dominance” theory of sexual harassment. She argued that sexual harassment in the workplace
was both an expression of and a means of perpetuating the unequal power relationships between
men and women and between employers and employees.76
In December 1976, AASC organized a strategy meeting of women from local feminist
organizations to come together and share their ideas on how to deal with the issue most
effectively. AASC also spread the word by helping to organize and participating in the first Take
Back the Night march in Boston in 1977.77 The responses of women’s organizations were mixed.
Many believed that sexual harassment was not as important as other issues they were addressing
so they did not prioritize it.78
After this first year, AASC decided to be more service oriented rather than research
oriented because they felt it was “more vital to touch women’s lives, not just write about the
issue.”79 In June 1977, AASC began providing a broad range of services to victims of sexual
harassment, including emotional support, legal information and referrals, unemployment
eligibility information, vocational and educational counseling referrals, and rap groups.80 AASC
operated a telephone hotline for sexually harassed women, choosing to make contact with
women workers independently through the hotline rather than by working through unions or
other workplace organizations because only 11 percent of women workers were unionized at the
time and unions were not initially interested in addressing sexual harassment.81 AASC focused
on workplace sexual harassment but was also concerned about harassment in other contexts, and
later became very involved with sexual harassment in education.82 In addition to offering help to
individuals, AASC assisted women’s groups in other communities to develop similar services
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and conducted educational programs, seminars, and workshops on sexual harassment.83 AASC
sought to “serve as a clearinghouse for cases and additional information involving” sexual
harassment.84 Klein described AASC’s goal in the November 1977 Ms. cover story on sexual
harassment: “I hope this becomes a large movement like rape, like battered women because it’s
also an issue of violence against women. To have services, resources, and options available in
every community throughout the country would be the greatest thing that could happen.”85
The Ms. cover story had a similar effect on AASC as it had had on WWUI. The magazine
included an article on the work of AASC with contact information.86 This coverage led to an
explosion of calls to AASC from sexually harassed women and from the press, as it had for
WWUI.87 Many other magazines and newspapers then discussed the work of AASC.88 By 1979,
AASC was self-supporting from fees collected from literature, speaking, and training.89
Despite their decision not to become a research-focused organization, AASC members
published prolifically on sexual harassment, including both resource materials and theoretical
analyses. Many of the publications of AASC members placed sexual harassment within a
broader critique of capitalism, patriarchy, and racism. AASC’s first informational brochure
alternated between practical advice for sexually harassed women and a far-reaching critique of
United States culture and capitalist economic system. AASC argued that sexual harassment was
a form of violence against women that reflected and reinforced women’s subordinate status in
society. Described as a “highly effective tool of social control,” violence against women resulted
from “our country’s history of relying upon violence as a method of problem solving” and from
the fact that “men are socialized to dominate women through the use and threat of violent
behavior.”90 They argued that men sexually harass women whom they see as threats to their
masculinity, power, or economic status. Furthermore, both the unequal status of workers and
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employers as well as the unequal status of men and women reinforced each other in cases of
sexual harassment. They argued, “Sexist attitudes, along with racist and classist beliefs, are vital
parts of the U.S. economic system. Not until an egalitarian and democratic work structure is
established will sexual harassment be eradicated.”91 They described women’s economic
vulnerability in the labor force, their long history of sexual harassment in the United States, and
the psychological effects of sexual harassment.
Other publications by AASC members also placed sexual harassment within a broader
critique of capitalism, patriarchy, and racism. For example, AASC members Martha Hooven and
Nancy McDonald, who worked at the DC Rape Crisis Center, argued in a 1978 article in Aegis
that capitalism contributed to the proliferation of sexual harassment because the conditions of
work under capitalism made women vulnerable to sexual harassment. They argued, “capitalism
feeds on sexism and racism.”92 They suggested that ending sexual harassment might require
abolishing capitalism. Hooven and Klein coauthored an article entitled “Is Sexual Harassment
Legal?” which was deeply pessimistic about the ability of government and the legal system to
treat women and people of color fairly. They explained that AASC did not seek to pass new laws
against sexual harassment because they believed that the legal system oppressed women and was
racist and classist. They argued, “it is doubtful that enforcement of [a new law] will differ greatly
from usual enforcement practices<m>i.e., a married middle class white woman, if harassed by a
man with less societal status, will probably receive benefits; while a poor, Third World or lesbian
woman, particularly if harassed by a ‘respectable’ man, may find compensation under this new
law difficult to obtain.”93 Also, they noted that legal remedies only addressed harassment after
the fact and they sought to prevent harassment before it occurred. Instead, they sought to use
existing laws and provide public education and support services for victims of sexual
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harassment. According to Hooven and Klein, the primary benefit of a new law would be as a
form of public education, rather than for its deterrent effect: “more women will be encouraged to
speak out about their victimization and the chances for finding workplace support are
increased.”94
Similar to the WWUI, AASC made pioneering efforts to help women experiencing
sexual harassment and to convince people that sexual harassment was a serious issue that
required attention. Their informational brochures, myth and fact sheets, and other informational
resources began the process of raising public awareness of sexual harassment. Through its
publications, AASC made an important and powerful contribution to the feminist analysis of
sexual harassment. Locating the roots of sexual harassment not only in sexism, but also in
classism and racism, AASC members produced a broad-based critique of society that
incorporated insights from both radical and socialist feminisms. They also developed a broad
range of strategies to address the problem, calling not only for legal redress, but also for
collective organizing and direct action.

Conclusion
Feminist activism in the mid-1970s created physical and intellectual spaces for women to
speak out about sexual coercion on the job. As feminists before had done with abortion, rape,
and domestic violence, naming the violation and speaking out about it legitimized their feelings
of violation. Naming “sexual harassment” framed the issue in a way that made the conduct
visible, enabling women to speak out and share their outrage and their pain, and to declare the
conduct a violation. Feminists then engaged in an extensive publicity campaign to get the word
out, reach women, and educate the public. The issue resonated powerfully with workingwomen

20

across the country, especially working-class women, many of whom were women of color, who
relied on their income for survival. Feminist activism influenced the development of laws against
sexual harassment. In particular, attorneys representing the early sexual harassment plaintiffs on
appeal used feminist studies, surveys, and theory to argue their cases, and media attention
generated by the work of feminist organizations would help convince judges of the seriousness
of the issue. Feminists’ groundbreaking efforts against sexual harassment spurred a broad-based
and diverse movement that by the end of the 1970s would proliferate around the country and
would challenge traditional sex role expectations and male-control of the workplace.
This movement grew out of the broader women’s movement, which provided an
organizational base, communication networks, strategies, and ideology for the founders of the
movement against sexual harassment. Activists from Working Women United and the Alliance
Against Sexual Coercion used the existing networks of feminist organizations and rape crisis
centers to collect and disseminate information about sexual harassment. They also used many of
the strategies of the women’s movement, holding speakouts, exposing the myths about sexual
harassment in “myth/fact sheets,” using the courts, and demanding legal and institutional
reforms. In terms of ideology, sexual harassment activists borrowed upon a central principle of
the anti-rape movement that rape was not about sex but about violence when they argued that
sexual harassment was not about sex but about power and economic abuse, and amounted to
employment discrimination. An early AASC publication described the contributions of the rape
crisis movement and workingwomen’s organizations to resistance against sexual harassment:
“Rape crisis centers redefined rape as an act of violence, refuted myths about women’s sexuality,
and pointed to aspects of women’s socialization which keep women silent victims.
Workingwomen’s organizations revealed women’s low pay and low labor force status, and the
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numbers of women and families dependent on women’s income.”95 Drawing upon multiple
strands of the second wave women’s movement both ideologies and networks the early activists
against sexual harassment identified, named, and theorized a common violation that many
women experienced as status quo in the workplace. Joining ideas and strategies of liberal,
radical, and socialist feminisms, activists sought to challenge the broader systems of inequality in
the workplace, hoping to transform America into a democratic and egalitarian nation.
This close look at the grassroots of sexual harassment activism in the mid-1970s reveals
some valuable lessons about the second wave of the women’s movement. First, this work calls
into question the usefulness of an oversimplified division between types of feminisms when
analyzing grassroots activism. The founders of both WWU and AASC drew upon multiple
sources from within the women’s movement. Karen Sauvigné, for example, had experience with
radical theory and action in New York Radical Feminists but was also knowledgeable about
using legal reform for social change from her experience at the ACLU. She brought all of this
experience to bear on her work on sexual harassment with Working Women United. Sauvigné,
Lin Farley, and Susan Meyer had backgrounds in lesbian feminist politics, including the Rat
collective, the Furies collective, and Lesbian Feminist Liberation. Freada Klein, Lynn Wehrli,
and Elizabeth Cohn-Stuntz had worked in the anti-rape movement, with DC Rape Crisis Center,
and the Feminist Alliance Against Rape in Washington DC. We also see in early activism against
sexual harassment the integration of socialist feminist perspectives and analysis in the
publications of the AASC. The women who initiated the movement against sexual harassment
had a range of experience in social protest movements and created a network of activists that
spanned a range of ideologies and issues, all of which contributed to the shape of the emerging
movement against sexual harassment.
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Second, this article, along with my 2004 Feminist Studies article on race, class, and
sexual harassment, calls into question the idea that the second wave was just a white middleclass women’s movement. As the work of women’s studies scholar Maria Bevacqua on rape,
historian Premilla Nadasen on welfare rights, historian Dennis Deslippe on working-class
feminisms, and women’s studies scholar Kimberly Springer and sociologist Benita Roth on
African American and Chicana feminisms reveal, the second wave of the women’s movement
was diverse, and there were a number of issues that drew diverse women into collaborative
activism.96 Sexual harassment was an important issue to women because it affected so many, so
often, across race and class lines and was rooted in fundamental concerns about economic
survival and personal integrity. The fight against sexual harassment brought women together
across differences to fight a common problem. By the late 1970s women in unions and
nontraditional occupations such as construction and mining became a dominant presence in the
movement against sexual harassment.97
This article is part of a broader turn among scholars toward drawing a much more
complex and diverse picture of the women’s movement in the late-twentieth-century United
States.98 Rather than focusing on the stars of the movement, this literature is emphasizing the
importance of grassroots activism to the movement and illuminating the ways that women found
common cause across difference to create feminist change. With all due respect to such
influential and important leaders as Catharine MacKinnon, this article offers a glimpse into some
of the committed activists who built the movement against sexual harassment. Moreover, this
literature also challenges the declension narrative of the second wave; much of the diverse
grassroots activism, including that against sexual harassment, was just beginning in the mid1970s.99 The movement against sexual harassment succeeded in many ways, not just in changing
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laws but also in raising awareness and creating institutional and organizational frameworks for
dealing with it. Most employers and schools have policies against sexual harassment;
governments keep statistics on it; studies of it continue to be conducted by governments,
academics, and activists; and lawsuits continue to be filed. Rates of sexual harassment are still
high and challenges remain, but gender relations in the U.S. workplace have been fundamentally
transformed over the last thirty years by a movement initiated in the 1970s by grassroots feminist
activists.
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